PART III
THE FOURTEENTH AND FIFTEENTH CENTURIES

I.  The Decay of Villeinage and the Breakdown of
the Feudal System

Commutation of Labour Services. When we were speaking of
the cotters in Part II, we said that their position was interesting
because they became the nucleus of a class of wage-earning
labourers. I-et us see how and when the change took place.
The cotters had some five acres of land from which to draw a liveli-
hood for their families, and unless they could add to it in some
way they were likely to starve. On the other hand, the lord often
found that the labour he got from his villeins was difficult to
supervise and troublesome to exact. Also, the richer villeins were
glad to get out of their services if they could and devote themselves
to their own land. So at an early date we find two things :

(a)  The villein may find the labour instead of performing it
himself.

(b)  The lord takes money instead of labour service and uses
it to hire his own labourers*

The second plan is called commutation of labour rents, There
is a case as early as mo, but it does not appear often till well
on in the thirteenth century. For some time the services had
had a money value attached to them as fines in cases where
the villeins neglected them, so it was not difficult to make the
change. Both parties gained by it* The villeins could devote
their time to their own fields, and the lord was free to get labour
when and how he pleased. The first services to get commuted
were the week-work of the villeins, later came those of the cotters,
and last of all the boon-works.1 These last the lord was

1 SM p. 6.